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Getting an Effective Reading Program Launched in Your Schools
Nicholas P. Criscuolo, Ph.D.
Supervisor of Reading
New Haven (Conn.) Public Schools
A few days before a local mayoralty
election, a young man rang the doorbell of my home. He introduced himself and revealed that he was running
for Alderman. The candidate appeared
earnest and sincere as he rattled off
his concerns and his plans for improving life in the ward.
As an educator, I was concerned
about his views and perceptions of
the quality of education in the school
system and asked him about this concern. "Well, he responded, the reading
scores are low." That remark comprised his total analysis and evaluation
of the school system. When I identified
myself as the Supervisor of Reading
his face reddened as he sputtered'.
"Oh, I'm sorry."
I don't know whether he was sorry
for the low reading scores or that I
was the Supervisor of Reading. This
episode does illustrate the tendency
to politicize standardized achievement
testing programs. This situation is one
reason why many state and national
organizations have gone on record as
opposing standardized testing excesses
and are calling for a moratorium on all
standardized testing.
Objective assessment of reading
progress is a worthwhile enterprise
p_rovided it is held in proper prospective and used along with other informal measures. Reading scores - instead of causing administrators and
teachers to become defensive or a
polarization between the schools and
?ommunity - can be helpful in designmg an effective reading program.
In _order to design such a program,
a basic question needs to be asked:
"What constitutes an effective read1ng
program?" That's a key question that
has commanded the attention of educators for years. Its answer lies in a

probing analysis of programs already
launched - programs which have been
judged objectively to be successful.
As part of a systematic effort to
eliminate illiteracy in the United States,
the Right to Read program was
launched by the late U.S. Commissioner James E. Allen, Jr. in 1969 in
an address to the National Association
of State Boards of Education in Chicago. Various programs have been implemented across the country in an effort
to achieve the goals set for the program.
In 1974, the Right to Read office
working with the American Institute~
for Research (AIR), . undertook a
nationwide search for effective reading
programs. (1) The search involved review of past research studies, computer stored abstracts and library
materials and nominations from experts in the field. AIR reviewed some
1,500 programs and these program
candidates were sent a study questionnaire, the Program Information Form
(PIF). The 728 completed and returned PIFs were analyzed according
to rigorous criteria, the strongest of
which was that they were implemented
and that they had shown positive
growth for the participants in the
program.
Twelve programs were subsequently
identified, validated and endorsed by
the U.S. Office of Education. Descriptions of these 12 reading programs
are currently being disseminated by
the Right to Read office through media
packages. A study of these programs
reveals that six of them (50 per cent)
have been designed for disadvantaged
children and one program for bilingual children. Most of them are
aimed at urban, elementary children.
The following table offers a summary
of the twelve programs:
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PROGRAM TITLE

l. All Day Kindergarten

LOCATION

POPULATION SERVED

PROGRAM COMPONENTS

Ohio

Disadvantaged pre-school
children

1. Kindergarten children scoring below 25th percentile on a pre-school
inventory attend Kindergarten for full-day sessions.
2. Emphasis on language and concept development.
3. Weekly trips provided

4. Parent participation encouraged.
2. Alpha phonics

California

Kindergarten children,
many of whom are
bilingual

1. Emphasis on reading readiness skills.
2. Activities carefully sequenced.
3. Special rewards for achievement given .

3. Andover's Individualized
Reading System

Massachusetts

Elementary school children
from high-income families

1. Pre-and-post-tests given.
2. Skill work indi¥idually paced.
3. Student spends large amount of time on individualized and free
reading.

4. Child-Parent Centers

Illinois

2,000 Disadvantaged
Children

1. Eleven centers, tailored to the needs of each community, offer basic
skills instruction beginning when children are 3 years old and ends
at age 9.

2. Parents spend 2 days a month at their centers in meetings, classes or
as staff volunteers.
5. Functional Literacy
Program

California

Army recruits 19 years
plus

1. Course for 6 weeks designed to upgrade reading abilities of Army
inductees.
2. Program is self-pacing and geared to job proficiencies.

6. Hawaii English
Program

K-6 elementary pupils
(statewide)

Hawaii

~

~

...

1. Children plan and evaluate co-operatively their daily reading
activities and conduct them in small groups, in pairs, or individually.

I

.

2 . Strong emphasis on wide reading.

I

.

I
~

7. In tensive Reading
Improvement Program

Illinois

Teachers

k

-

-

l. Staff development emphasis in cross-section of Chicago schools.

2. One teacher from each participating school serves as a reading
resource teacher and receives 60 hours of training.
3. After training , teacher provides 30 hours of in-depth staff development activities at his/her school.

8. L~arning to Read
through !Reading

California

Prison Inmates
18 years plus

1. A 7-week training session given with emphasis on decoding skills
using symbols.
2. Inmate reads special reading books designed to be of high interest
to prisoners.

9. Learning to Read

New York

Through the Arts

Disadvantaged children
in intermediate grades

museum or artists' studios to attend workshops in two of 15 art
areas and to work with reading teacher.
2. Participants create class journals, diaries, movie scripts, poetry and
collection of information about artists' lives and work.

I

10. Project Read

l. Three times a week, outside school hours, children meet at a local

Pennsylvania

Disadvantaged children
in grades 1-5

l. Individualized program with emphasis on decoding in primary grades

and comprehension in the intermediate grades.
2. Materials and activities relate to 500 objectives.
3. Emphasis on Diagnostic prescriptive approach.

11. Right to Read

California

Disadvantaged junior
high school students

1. Emphasis on training teachers to use diagnostic-prescriptive
approach.
2. Teacher assistants and ninth-grade tutors assist in program.
3. Very poor readers attend special laboratories and centers to receive
individual attention .

12. Title I Reading
Center Program

Florida

Disadvantaged students
in grades 1-6

1. Poor readers come to a main Reading Center or one of 11 schoolbased centers for 1 hour of instruction every other day .

2. Diagnostic-prescriptive program planned for each student based on
staff-developed tests.
3. Child spends part of each hour in teacher-directed instruction and
remainder in reinforcement activities conducted b y an aide.

Since -these programs have been
endorsed as effective, it is interesting
to study them to isolate and tease out
common elements which make them
effective. Analysis of program descriptions and evaluations reveals the following ten elements common to most
of these programs.
1. Parent participation is encouraged.
2. Reading activities are carefully
sequenced and structured.
3. Diagnostic testing and prescriptive
approaches are an inherent part
of the program.
4. The factor of motivation is considered through the awarding of
special rewards for achievement.
5. The program is individualized with
options and alternatives available
to the stud en ts.
6. Emphasis is on a preventative
approach by including language
and reading development programs at the earliest possible
levels.
7. Trips to enrich learning are included.
8. Reading skills are integrated with
other facets of language arts
through the use of class journals,
keeping of diaries and writing of
movie scripts.
9. In-service for teachers is also considered.
10. Teacher input and creativity is
utilized through the creation of
special materials to meet the
unique needs of the children involved in each program.
Once these programs have been
studied in depth, administrators, working with a broad spectrum of people,
both from the schools and local community, can first refine the districts
philosophy. Steps can then be set up,
through broad decision-making processes, for the purpose of designing and
implementing an effective reading program which incorporates the key elements needed for such a program.

Media packages have been prepared
for each program based on 5-day site
visits to collect program information
for a filmstrip and sound cassette, a
management handbook , an instructional handbook, and charts summarizing program processes as well as
objectives, activities and assessments.
The U.S. Office of Education Right
to Read program is disseminating these
media packages in cooperation with
State Education agencies. A series of
awareness conferences is being planned
so that local school personnel can gain
further information on each program
with the possibility of replica ting a
specific program for their school
district.
Administrators and teachers will
find the analysis made in this article
helpful in their own program design.
A study of the ten elements undergirding the 12 effective reading programs will help in effecting needed
improvements in existing programs.
The current "back to the basics"
theme has re-emphasized the importance of reading instruction. Attention
to the elements listed wi1l increase the
likelihood that more children will participate in a dynamic and· effective
reading program.
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